Across the country this year many groups are involved in commemorating the bicentenary of the Rebellion of 1798. It seems appropriate that we recall the life of Dr William Drennan, one of the founders of the United Irishmen and in 1808 the third president of the Belfast Medical Society, a forerunner of this organisation. William Drennan (Fig 1) was born in Belfast in 1754, the youngest of nine children of whom only three survived. His father, Thomas Drennan, was then Minister of the First Presbyterian Church in Rosemary Street. Although only 12 when his father died, the ideas of Thomas Drennan and his contemporaries had a considerable influence on the development of William's political thought. Thomas Drennan was one of a number of dissenting ministers, educated in Glasgow, who formed a distinct group and through which political ideas were developed and articulated.
Drennan was related by marriage to Francis Hutcheson and went in 1720 to assist him in a Dissenting school in Dublin. It was Hutcheson, who returned to Glasgow as Professor of Moral Philosophy, who was to provide the basis for the teaching espoused by this group and which was to influence the development ofWilliam Drennan' s political thinking. Hutcheson believed that political and social questions were ultimately moral ones and that the system which provided for "the greatest happiness for the greatest number" was the moral framework within which all relationships were to operate. It was his view that in every sort of government, the people governed had the right of defending themselves against the abuse of power. This thinking, taken by a generation of emigrants to the American colonies, was to provide the impetus for that struggle for independence and was subsequently through William Drennan Part of the examination involved presentation of a thesis. Drennan' s thesis was on venesection and its role in the treatment of fever. Venesection was a practice which had its roots in ancient medicine. Galen who described his work as perfecting the legacy of Hippocrates advocated vigorous blood letting to restore humoral balance. Fevers he believed followed from an excessive build up of blood for which venesection was an obvious corrective and which would result in cooling of the body. The practice seems to have continued uncritically well into the nineteenth century.
Drennan seemed well aware of the consequences of excessive withdrawal of blood. He describes fainting, the development of oedema with ascites and pleural effusion and in addition recognised that there was sometimes excessive exudation of fluid into the bronchi which resulted in the sudden death of the patient. His dilemma was to provide a rationale for a therapy which he recognised as dangerous but which was also promoted by his teachers. He struggled to find criteria by which the method could be used to assist natural mechanisms. There seemed to be a reasonable rationale in what he described as inflammatory fevers which from the characteristics of the pulse 
